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Abstract 

As augmented reality gaming becomes increasingly popular, understanding the organically 

emergent communities of learning that emerge within the player base becomes increasingly 

useful for anyone seeking to leverage these experiences for informal and formal educational 

means. This paper seeks to examine the phenomenon, situate augmented reality gaming in the 

greater video game sphere, and elaborate on players’ experiences and stories. 
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Emergent Mentorship and Learning Communities of Practice Among Players of Augmented 

Reality Video Games 

The following is a small portion of a much larger study performed by the author and 

published as a doctoral dissertation at Ohio University (Straight, 2015). In it, the author explores 

myriad topics related to augmented reality gaming and the people who play it, all illuminated by 

the light of learning and education. This portion attempts to elucidate particularly relevant 

findings regarding the unrequired and organic emergence of mentorship and informal learning 

communities among players of a commercial mobile augmented reality game. 

Brief Literature Review and Significance 

Video games are popular, that is undeniable. In the US alone, the video game industry in 

2015 showed revenues nearing $24 billion (Morris, 2016). They are virtually ubiquitous and, 

given the facts that the typical US citizen plays 10,000 hours of video games before being legally 

allowed to drink (McGonigal, 2011) and the proliferation of virtual worlds may only increase 

(Castronova, 2005), understanding not only who plays games but what happens when they play 

them is of paramount importance (Yee, 2006). 

Playing and learning have long been connected (Annetta, 2008; Paraskeva, Mysirlaki, & 

Papagianni, 2010; Young et al., 2012) and the novel genre of augmented reality games looks to 

only bolster this connection. Traditionally, this was confined to virtual worlds or online games 

known as massively-multiplayer online roleplaying games (MMORPGs). With the advent of the 

augmented reality game, however, this newest addition displays even greater potential. 

The augmented reality game or alternate reality game referenced in this study is one 

played on a mobile device that combines real-world data like location, elevation, and the player’s 

surroundings like roads and businesses with virtual content that is then seen on the player’s 



device. The player may have the choice of seeing the virtual overlay only on a map, akin to using 

a navigation application like Google Maps or Waze that places points of interests—real or not—

on the map for the user to see. Alternatively, the player may have the option of using the device’s 

camera to see through the device and have these virtual points of interest actually displayed 

overlaid on the image, like a sticker on a television screen. These two methods can be referred to 

as location-aware and vision-based, respectively (Dunleavy & Dede, 2014), though, as in this 

case, they may both be used simultaneously. As the player moves around, the game compensates 

for this, keeping track of locations all around. Unlike traditional games played on a couch or at a 

computer desk, these games force the player to get out and move. The player must come to the 

game, not vice versa. 

The game chosen for this study was Ingress, an augmented- or alternate-reality mobile 

game developed by the former Google spinoff Niantic Labs (2012). Niantic has also recently 

released an even more successful game with incredible amounts of name recognition: Pokémon 

Go (2016). The current study is concerned only with Ingress. 

Description of the Study 

The present study was performed by surveying a worldwide sample of augmented reality 

game players to understand who they are, why they play, and what experiences they have or had 

through the play experience (N=2,292). In the study, players were asked a variety of questions 

seeking to get at what the author had anecdotally seen while playing the game, himself: the 

emergence of communities of practice, mentorship, and learning. Through an online survey, the 

author sought to understand the different motivations and experiences had by players in what is a 

fundamentally social game. In fact, due to the nature of Ingress and its mechanics, it’s nearly 

impossible to play alone; ‘successful’ gameplay requires teams beyond the built-in factions. 



After a lengthy survey of demographics and motivation scales, players were asked to 

complete open-ended questions. These included “Has your life improved due to playing Ingress? 

How? If it has not, has it had a detrimental impact? How?” and “Describe how your experience 

when first starting to play Ingress is different from your current experience. What’s changed? Is 

it better, worse, or just different?” The author did not specifically ask participants about their 

informal learning communities or mentor/mentee relationships. Interestingly, many respondents 

volunteered these experiences. 

Results 

Throughout the entirety of open-ended responses, a keyword search for ‘learn*’ and 

‘educat*’ provided enough answers solely with these partial matches that four different themes 

emerged: general learning statements, specific learning statements (‘I learned X about Y,’ for 

example), emergent communities, and mentor/mentee relationships (Straight, 2015). This paper 

seeks to examine only the latter half. 

Frequently, participants’ responses indicated their initial foray into the game as solo 

players and an eventual move to social gaming experiences and a vastly improved experience 

that accompanied it. This “collaborative discovery learning” (Borthick & Jones, 2000, p. 181) 

was demonstrated repeatedly in the responses, as typified by Case 2199: “Played alone and 

bumblingly, at first. Once I started regularly communicating with teammates, I learned a lot and 

had much stronger motivation to advance in the game.”  Similarly, Case 412: “I started out 

playing entirely solo, but didn’t really ‘figure out’ the game, or become particularly successful at 

it until I started participating in the social aspects.” Case 1464 ties both the informal learning 

communities together with a mentoring sense of self developed as she played: “At first I had no 



idea what I was doing. Now I find I can effectively teach others what I’ve learned, and play 

better myself.” Statements like this from Ingress players are the rule rather than the exception.  

These players’ responses are indicative of and support the conclusion that, regardless of 

the developers’ intentions, communities of learning, practice, and support in the form of 

mentor/mentee relationships and newfound senses of leadership spontaneously may grow simply 

by bringing players together via core game mechanics, rather than any sort of built-in social 

functionality. Further discussion that includes these leaders’ demographics and motivations may 

shed even more light on how to not only leverage these games for educational means but to build 

and foster community leaders, as well. 
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